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Unlike business organizations, the integral business of 
Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) is research and 
teaching. Yet, what sets a top university apart from its 
competitors is its performance with respect to successful job 
placements of students in industries. Therefore, these 
institutions strive hard to achieve competitive advantage by 
forging sustainable partnership with industries in order to 
update their practices, services, and competitiveness. 
Further, the industry also stands to gain with a quality 
workforce by recruiting the students from these institutes to 
meet its set objectives. Thus, a strategic partnership between 
an institute and an organization is a win-win situation for all 
the stakeholders involved. The present study adopts a 
systematic review on the management concepts to synthesis 
the knowledge on the factors that promote sustainable 
partnership between education institutes and industries. The 
methodology used in this paper is a case study of a leading 
education institution in Tamil Nadu. The primary findings 
include a good practice model known as ‘I-I Sustainable 
Partnership Model’ for successful institute-industry 
collaborations. The model explicates three factors that 
influence sustainable partnership outcomes viz., Learning 
Organization Culture, Creative Organizational Climate and 
Knowledge Creation Practices. Finally, the paper concludes 
with recommendations for sustainable partnership between 
institutes and industries. 
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INTRODUCTION 

It is almost universally acknowledged that Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) 
play a vital role in the progress of advanced ‘knowledge economies’ (Secundo et al 2010; 
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Jones et al 2005). HEIs are the foundation for building the intellectual capacity of a nation. 
As a key producer of new knowledge in the economy, the university’s role in supporting 
regional and national economic growth and development is also increasingly acknowledged 
(Pinhero et al 2014; Rossi & Rosli 2013). Nevertheless, today HEIs like any other 
organizations operate in a volatile and dynamic environment, where they need to respond 
and adapt swiftly to the changes in the environment (Middlehurst & Woodfield 2007). 
Universities, similar to business organizations face tough competition and hence, they 
strive hard to achieve competitive advantage by updating their practices, services, and 
competitiveness through several methods (MacLaren 2012; Pratt et al 1999). Unlike 
business organizations, the integral business of a university is research and teaching. Yet, 
what sets a top university apart from its competitors is its quality of performance with 
respect to successful job placements of its students in industries. Therefore, these 
institutions strive hard to achieve competitive advantage by forging sustainable 
partnership with industries in order to update their practices, services, and 
competitiveness. Further, the industry also stands to gain by way of availability of 
employable manpower pool by recruiting the students from these institutes to meet its set 
objectives. Thus, a strategic partnership between an institute and an organization is a win- 
win situation for all the stakeholders involved. 

1.1 Literature Review 

1.1.1 Higher Education Institutions as Learning Organizations 

Modern universities are more like business organizations, in a sense that they 
compete for the resources like staff, funds, student enrolment etc. Hence it is necessary to 
clarify the ways in which we expect the institutions and its culture to exemplify learning 
organizations. There is no universal definition for Learning Organization Culture (LOC) 
with respect to HEIs. Summarizing the general literature on learning organization, this 
study defines LOC in HEIs as 

‘The characteristics in an institution that promotes continuous learning for 
sustainable improvement in its practices for better institutional performance 
through its innovative practices such as industry partnership. The learning 
thus obtained gets transformed into knowledge that nurtures and fosters 
individual development, curriculum development, team spirit and 
transformational leadership’. 

Previous studies analyze the strategies employed by education institutions as learning 
organizations for continuous learning which is important in change management, 
innovation, and performance improvement (Gorelick & Tantawy-Monsou 2005; Watkins 
2005). Further, LOC in education settings report that performance in teaching and research 
activities to be heavily influenced by learning organization characteristics (Khasawneh 
2011; Ali 2012; Holyoke et al 2012). Another dimension in the study of LOC is the 
relationship between university culture and management approaches (Knight & Trowler 
2000; Sporn 1996). The study conducted in India by Patnaik et al (2013) pointed out that 
organizational learning is below expected level in both Indian private and public HEIs. The 
study used the Learning Organization Profile (LOP) tool to collect the data on the 
perceptions of the staff about their institutions. The outcome of this study laid emphasis on 
transformational leadership in HEIs to achieve the status of learning organization. 
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1.2 Rationale and Research Questions 

The objective of this study is to identify factors which, if managed correctly, increase the 
probability of a collaboration being perceived as successful by both academic and industrial 
partners. Thus, the research questions of this study are as follows: 

1. Do the learning organization characteristics have an impact on the sustainable 
partnership between industry and academia? 

2. Do knowledge creation practices have an impact on the sustainable partnership 
between industry and academia? 

3. Does creative organizational climate have an impact on the sustainable partnership 
between industry and academia? 

CASE STUDY 

This paper employs descriptive study using qualitative analysis to evaluate the 
variables under study. The case study of a leading educational institution in South India is 
used for this purpose. The institution was founded in 1996 as an autonomous engineering 
college located in Tamil Nadu, India. The institute offers 14 undergraduate, 15 
postgraduate programmes in Engineering and Management studies. The institution is ISO 
9001:2000 certified for its quality education, and majority of the courses offered are 
accredited by National Board of Accreditation (NBA), New Delhi and NAAC with ‘A’ Grade. 
The institute is certified by TUV Nord quality management agency (ISO 9001:2008) in the 
design and delivery of education in engineering, technology, science, and management and 
for its short term courses and consultancy services. There is a growing world-wide trend 
toward greater collaboration between academia and industry, an activity encouraged by 
governments as a means of enhancing national competitiveness and wealth creation. The 
institution chosen for the case study is well known for its extensive links with industry, and 
thus, provided an excellent opportunity for a study of management practice within 
university—industry collaborative projects. The study used a multi-case study evaluation of 
two memorandum of understanding (MoUs) entered by the institution during the period 
2011-2015 with two different industries. 

2.1 Overview of Partnerships 

The first case study was on the partnership that was entered between the institute 
and the company that provides high skill resources in design engineering services. The MoU 
was entered on 22nd May 2014 for a period of three years. Under this MoU the academic 
institution will set up the research center with the required infrastructure, workstations 
and the recommended software to enable the faculty members and student researchers on 
latest technologies. Additionally, the company shall ensure proper installation of 
workstations and the required software, and certify the satisfactory performance of the 
required software and hardware. It was agreed that the company would train up to five 
research faculty members on the required software and tools. Further, experts will 
periodically mentor and monitor the progress of the trainee’s capabilities on research 
design, skill development, and engineering research activities. Additionally, the company 
will bring in live-projects, design and research activities and would certify and grade 
research centers on the basis of year-on-year performance. Research centers demonstrating 
successful research capability would be considered for outsourcing design and 
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developmental research activities on payment basis (A separate NDA will have to be signed 
for such outsourced activities). Another outcome of the partnership is that the company 
would conduct ‘Campus Placement Drive’ for recruiting the students. 

The second case study was based on the MoU that was entered in 2011 for effective 
academic-industrial cooperation with an industrial infrastructure association for a period of 
3 years. The agreement was to work in the potential initiatives that includes, but not 
limited to the following: in-plant training and special training, industrial visits, R&D, guest 
lectures, project work and placements assistance. 

2.2 Sample 

A probability sampling method using simple random sampling technique is 
employed in this study. The participants in this study are from the industry /institute 
project coordinators, guest lectures, company employees, institute/department heads, 
faculty members and students. A sample of 15 respondents participated in this study. The 
average age of the participants is 32 years and average work experience is eight years. For 
the purpose of anonymity and confidentiality the names of the participants in the following 
cases have been changed. 

2.3 In-depth Interviews 

The framework of learning organization culture proposed by Marsick & Watkins 
(2003) was used to determine research questions and give direction to interviews and 
discussions to focus the research. In-depth interviews were conducted using loosely 
structured questionnaire to explore how the organizational learning culture, knowledge 
creation practices and creative organizational practices influences the sustainable 
partnership between the institute and industry. Ten questions were asked to the 
respondents based on the conceptual framework of learning organization culture. The 
interview with each respondent lasted at least thirty minutes and the interview sessions 
were conducted for seven days to cover the entire pool of respondents. 

Some of the sample questions that were asked are as follows: 

1. “How motivated are you in your institute/organization to share your knowledge with 
others?’. 

2. “Does the leadership in your institute/organization use learning strategically for key 
results?” 

3. “What is your opinion on the organizational/ institute climate with respect to 
freedom, idea time and idea support, trust/openness and liveliness in your work?” 

4. “Do you find frequent conflicts in your institute/organization that affects your 
productivity?” 

5. “Do you effectively use documents, email, database, meetings and briefings as some 
of the means in your organization/institute for knowledge transfer among groups 
across organization/institute?” 

ANALYSIS 

For the purpose of content analysis Aquad tool was used. Since similar themes 
emerged when the interview excerpts were decoded by employing constant comparative 
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analysis, we choose five relevant and appropriate cases to represent the similar views of the 
other fifteen participants in this study. 

3.1 Case 1 

Mr. Senthil is a faculty in the institution for the past 8 years and has been in-charge 
of the industry-institute partnership cell. He observes: 

“Through the partnerships, more than 1000 students have been supported through 
research projects or fellowships, including about 700 undergraduate students and over 300 
postgraduate students. About 250 faculty and research staff members have received 
research support, including over 100 professors and 50 research scholars.” 

He adds, 

“It helped in increased research support to the students and faculty, support 
curriculum development, support student internships and other opportunities”. 

3.2 Case 2 

Mr. Rajesh is a faculty coordinator in a project and reflects: 

“These (industrial) partnerships helped the institute to engage industry in support of 
its core objectives with respect to research and education.” 

Mr.Rajesh has also received support including financial grants from the college to 
undergo industrial training over several years of his association with the institute and he 
reflects, 

“My institution gives me ample opportunities to hone my skills and it has helped me 
to grow both in career and in my personal growth. In my opinion, the costs and risk of 
partnership are found to be very minimal” 

3.3 Case 3 

Ms.Supraja was a student who underwent the internship programs as an outcome 
this strategic partnership and she reflects her experience as follows: 

“Right from the beginning of internship I was guided by both my faculty in college 
and the company project coordinator of what was expected out of this training. I found the 
work nature stimulating and was able to map the work nature with the theory I had learnt 
in class. In spite of having no formal training sessions in the company, I learnt a lot by 
observation and practical experience.” 

With respect to knowledge creation practices, she observes: 

“We had to maintain daily activity logs and weekly reports and report the same to 
the institute and to the company. On the whole, industry institute partnerships help in 
multiple facets in the overall development of students” 

SUMMARY OF DATA BASED ON IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS 

The author has attempted summarize and systematize the qualitative data as shown 
in table 1. This helps us to understand how the institutional/industry support for learning 
has been perceived by the respondents. 
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SI. No. 

Dimensions 

Institute 

Industry 

A 

Learning Organization 
Culture 



Al. 

Create continuous 

learning opportunities 

Seminars, Faculty 

Development programs 
(FDP), online courses, 
workshops 

Executive programs, 

online courses, 

seminars, workshops 

A2. 

Promote inquiry and 
dialogue 

Research projects, 

paper presentations 

Brain storming sessions, 
out of the box thinking 
activities, group 

decision support 

systems (GDSS), R&D 
initiatives 

A3. 

Encourage 

collaboration and team 
learning 

Interdisciplinary 
courses, industry 

partnerships and 

collaborations 

Academia partnerships, 
alliances, contests and 
tournaments 

A4. 

Create systems to 

capture and share 

learning 

Database management 
systems, audit logs, 
massive open online 
courses (MOOC ) 

horizontal 
communication 
channels 

Database, activity logs, 
intra net, online 

content, social media 

A5. 

Empower people 

toward a collective 
vision 

Move from “push” 
training to “pull” 
training 

Foster a culture of 
driving performance, 
engagement and career 
and personal 

development 

A6. 

Connect the 

organization to its 

environment 

R&D projects for 

sustainability with/ 

without corporate tie- 
ups 

CSR activities and 
address sustainability 
issues 

A7. 

Provide strategic 

leadership for learning 

Shift from teacher 
centric learning to 

student centric 

learning with focus on 
inquiry, reflective and 
risk-taking 

Reinvent learning and 
development by putting 
employees in charge, 
align learning with 
business strategy 

B 

Creative 

Organizational Climate 



Bl. 

Resources (Idea Time, 
Idea Support, Challenge) 

Internship programs, 
developmental 
programs, focus on 
cognitive learning 

strategies 

Learning enrichment, 
opportunity programs, 
Simulation techniques 
such as scenario 

planning, role play, 
organizational or 

management games 
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B2. 

Motivation 

(Trust / Openness, 
Playfulness/ Humor, 

Absence of Conflicts, 

Dynamism) 

Continuous quality 

improvement in 

curriculum 

Coaching and 

mentoring, acquiring 
competencies through 
skill based training 

B3. 

Exploration (Risk 

Taking, Debates, and 
Freedom) 

Bureaucratic style of 
leadership, 

Collaborative decision 
making, creative 

learning and dedicated 
leadership, incubators 
for technology and 
business development 

Decentralized control, 
Ongoing personnel 

training and education 

C 

Knowledge Creation 

Practices 



Cl. 

Socialization 

Experiential learning 
in formal and informal 
settings 

Outbound training, 

work-meetings, 
committees, project 

groups, conferences, 

consultative structures 

C2. 

Externalization 

Development of 

communication 

channels 

Promote networking 

skills, Management 

Information Systems 

(MIS) 

C3. 

Combination 

Maintenance of 

records, documents and 
briefings, effective use 
of ICT tools 

Maintenance of records 
and manuals 

C4. 

Internalization 

Self-reflection and 

Feedback Learning, 

learning by doing 

Personality 

development through 

career enhancement and 
job rotation 


FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

The model in this paper shows significant practical implications for sustainable 
industry-institute partnership and also point to important avenues for future research. 
First, the focus of this paper was to develop a practical model to extract those 
organizational factors that promote sustainable industry-academia partnership. Thus, in a 
very direct manner the I-I sustainable partnership model provides guidance to both the 
industry and institutes to harness their potential in strengthening their ties. The main 
limitation of this model is that it considers only three factors such as learning organization 
culture, creative organizational culture and knowledge creation practices for a sustainable 
industry-institute partnership. Future studies can look into various other factors apart from 
the aforementioned variables. 

Second, the central opportunity for future studies lies in studying feasibility of the I- 
I sustainable partnership model in other multi-sector partnerships such as Public Private 
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Partnerships (PPP), Business - NGO partnerships, community planning (partnership 
between government and community) and Sustainable Local Enterprise Networks (SLEN) 
(partnership between NGOs and community). 

CONCLUSION 

Overall, this study represents an important step toward integrating the industry- 
institute partnerships for sustainability. It is evident that the findings are of both practical 
and theoretical importance, and the study also suggests few recommendations and 
questions for future research. Thus, this work will be helpful to practitioners just getting 
started with collaboration as well as those who are trying to learn from or improve previous 
or existing collaborations. Further, the study will also be helpful to academics looking to 
contribute to theory development about sustainability partnerships. 
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